
RESULTS FROM A 2005 MONITORING PROGRAM in Redwood

National and State Parks (“the park”) reaffirmed the probability that

the ancient redwood forest is losing a key component: the northern

spotted owl (Strix occidentalis caurina). Listed as a threatened species

under the federal Endangered Species Act, the spotted owl earned a

place in history as the driving force behind old-growth forest preser-

vation in the West. Now it is facing an increasing threat to its own

preservation: the more dominant and aggressive barred owl (Strix

varia), winging in from the East.

The barred owl, native to the eastern United States, expanded its

range into the West in the late 20th century. Subsequently, the num-

ber of barred owl sites and the area of barred owl occupancy have

increased throughout much of the spotted owl’s range. Closely related

to the spotted owl, the barred owl now occupies much of the forested

habitat in Washington and Oregon. However, it has been slower to

invade habitat in California, with one exception: Redwood National

and State Parks.

First reported in the northernmost portion of the park in 1982,

barred owls were reported in Prairie Creek Redwoods State Park and

in lower Redwood Creek in the national park by 1992. In 1993 a three-

year inventory of all suitable spotted owl habitat in the park began.

Results indicated 35 to 40 territories distributed throughout the park,

with core “activity centers” occurring primarily in old-growth forest.

Each year since 1993, barred owls have been detected throughout the

park with increasing frequency. They now occupy much of the park’s

suitable spotted owl habitat, including former spotted owl nest trees

and core areas around spotted owl activity centers.

The barred owl, clearly the more dominant of the two owl

species, is known to prey on spotted owls, and at least one such event

has been documented in the park. Barred owls and spotted owls will

hybridize, and anecdotal evidence suggests hybridization between the

two species has occurred in the park. Hybridization has not become

the significant problem that was predicted at the time the spotted 

owl was listed as threatened, but the barred owl does appear to affect

spotted owl behavior. Each year surveyors find it more difficult 

to elicit spotted owl responses, the means by which they are located 

or “moused” to determine occupancy status (e.g., nesting or non-

nesting). In 2005, spotted owls were detected at 9 out of 21 territories

surveyed within the park, but occupancy status could be determined

at only two of these sites. Some sites also contain barred owls, 

confounding efforts to determine whether spotted owls are present

but not vocalizing, or whether they have entirely abandoned their 

territory.

In addition to altering spotted owl behavior, barred owls may

have a competitive edge. This is their ability to use home ranges 

that are a fraction of the 3,000 acres (1,215 ha) required, on average, 

by a spotted owl pair during breeding season. Other competitive
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As of the end of the 2005 field season, an estimated
35 barred owl territories were identified in the park, a
number equal to the original quantity of documented
spotted owl territories.

Percentage of known spotted 
owl territories occupied by spotted
owls or barred owls each year 
since monitoring began in Redwood
National and State Parks in 1993
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